[Autonomy and welfare in intensive care medicine : Practical approach in difficult situations].
In intensive care units far-reaching decisions are often made at short notice that require the consent of the informed patient. If this is not possible due to the patient's condition, physicians and legal representatives must ascertain the previously expressed or presumed will of the patient and act accordingly. The legal principles are specified in the Patient Advance Directives Act and the Patient Rights Act. Any indications for medical treatment need a clearly defined aim of the therapy, which can be questioned during the progress of the disease. To avoid conflicts between patient autonomy and medical treatment, the aims of therapy must be regularly discussed with the patient, representatives or relatives and documented in a written form. Checklists can be useful for structured consultations, to promote transparency and to avoid misunderstandings. Ethics consultations can help to deescalate critical situations.